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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR ANALYZING STUDENT PERFORMANCE 

IN AN ELECTRONIC COURSE 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to a method and system for analyzing student 

performance in an electronic course. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

In a traditional setting where courses are taught in a physical classroom, the 

instructor and multiple students interact on a personal level. The instructor is able to 

observe the student's facial expressions, tone of voice, non-verbal cues and verbal 

cues as to the level of the student's comprehension. Although many efficiencies are 

realized by moving the classroom into the digital domain and offering classes on-line 

or over a communications network, an instructor may not be able to observe 

personally the facial expressions, tone of voice, or other indications of the student's 

comprehension. 

In a traditional classroom setting, an instructor may primarily rely upon one or 
more exams and assignments to evaluate the student's performance. While the 
grading of assignments and exams offers the opportunity to conveniently assign a 
grade to the student's performance, such feedback may not be timely enough or 
sufficiently responsive to allow students to learn or improve their performance in the 
course. Thus, a need exists for analyzing student performance in the context of an 
electronic course to compensate for the absence of personal face-to-face interaction 



between an instructor and a student. Further, the need exists for analyzing student 
performance in an electronic course in a manner that may provide continuous real- 
time or otherwise up-to-date feedback on student performance so that the student may 
experience an enhanced learning process. 

SUMMARY 

The method and system for analyzing student performance defines student 
performance by classifying student performance into discrete performance 
classifications associated with corresponding activities related to the electronic 
course. An observed student performance level for at least one of the performance 
classifications is measured. A benchmark performance level or range is established 
for one or more of the performance classifications. It is determined whether the 
observed student performance level is compliant with the established benchmark 
performance level for the at least one performance classification. Instructive 
feedback is determined for the observed student based upon any material deviation of 
the observed student performance from at least one of the following: the benchmark 
performance level, the benchmark performance range, a group of benchmark 
performance levels, and group of benchmark performance ranges. The teacher or 
instructor may communicate and revise the instructive feedback (e.g., a suggested 
communication to the observed student) as deemed appropriate to the student to tailor 
it to the student's background to enhance the student's educational learning 
experience. 



In accordance with the invention, a method and system for analyzing student 
performance in an electronic course supports the provision of instructive feedback on 
a continuous or real-time basis. Further, the instructive feedback may be tailored 
toward an individual student or a selected group of students, rather than directed 
toward an entire population of students, who are enrolled in an electronic course, to 
better enhance the learning process. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a system for analyzing student performance in an 

electronic course in accordance with the invention. 

FIG. 2 is a flowchart of a method for analyzing student performance in an 
electronic course in accordance with the invention. 

FIG. 3 is an illustrative graph of an observed student activity pattern or 
observed performance levels for a representative student in an electronic course. 

FIG. 4 is a flowchart of one example of a method for generating instructional 
feedback for a student based on an analysis of student performance. 

FIG. 5 is a flowchart of another example of a method for generating 
instructional feedback for a student based on an analysis of student performance. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

In accordance with the invention, FIG. 1 includes one or more student 

terminals 10 that communicate with a data processing system 18 via a 
communications network 16 (e.g., the Internet). In addition, an instructor terminal 14 



may be coupled to the communications network 16 so as to communicate with the 
student terminals 10, the data processing system 18, or both. In one embodiment, the 
instructor terminal 14 is arranged to communicate with one or more student terminals 
10 via the communications network 16 and/or the data processing system 18. The 
data processing system 18 is associated with a data storage device 30 which may 
house a database 32. 

The data processing system 1 8 includes a communications interface 20 that 
may support communications with student terminals 10, instructor terminals 14, and a 
resource 17 via the communications network 16. The resource 17 of FIG. 1 is 
indicated by dashed lines to show that the resource 17 is optional. The resource 17 
may represent a server that supports the delivery of educational material or 
presentations to student terminals 10 via the communications network 16, for 
example. 

The communications interface 20 is coupled to a monitor 22. In turn, the 
monitor 22 is coupled to an analyzer 24. The analyzer 24 is associated with a 
feedback generator 26 that may support the delivery of instructional feedback to the 
student terminal 10. The feedback generator 26 may output instructive feedback to 
the communications network 16 via the communications interface 20. 

The data processing system 18 includes a database manager 28 for managing 
querying, data storage and data retrieval of a database 32 stored in the data storage 
device 30. A user interface 33 is coupled to the data processing system 18 or the 



database manager 28 for entering user input into the data processing system 18, the 
database 32, or both. 

The monitor 22 classifies student performance into discrete classifications 
associated with corresponding activities related to an electronic course. The user 
interface 33 supports the establishing of a benchmark performance level or range for 
each of the classifications. The benchmark performance level may be stored in a 
look-up table in a graphical form or as mathematical equations. The monitor 22 
monitors or measures observed student performance levels associated with students in 
an electronic course. 

An analyzer 24 analyzes student performance of an individual student with 
respect to one or more discrete classifications to determine whether the observed 
student performance level meets the benchmark performance level or range. For 
example, the analyzer 24 determines whether the observed student performance meets 
a benchmark performance level or materially deviates from a benchmark performance 
level. 

The material deviation from the benchmark performance level may be defined 
in qualitative terms, quantitative terms, or both. For example, for a material deviation 
in the context of quantitative terms, an observed performance level may deviate from 
a benchmark performance level by a certain minimum threshold percentage amount 
over a certain minimum duration interval of the course. The instructor or the on-line 
educational institution may establish numeric, qualitative, or quantitative guidelines 



for benchmark performance levels or ranges via the user interface 33. If the student's 
observed performance level deviates by more than a minimum threshold percentage 
(e.g., ten percent) from the benchmark level over a minimum duration interval (e.g., a 
period of two weeks) in any of the classifications, the instructor terminal 14 or the 
student terminal 1 0 may be notified by the data processing system 1 8 via the 
communications network 16. 

In one embodiment, the analyzer 24 compares the observed student 
performance level of a student to an observed performance level or range for a 
benchmark student in the electronic course. If the analyzer 24 detects a material 
deviation in the measured student performance from the benchmark level of student 
performance, the analyzer 24 generates a deficient performance indicator associated 
with a student indentifier. The deficient performance indicator and the student 
identifier are forwarded from the analyzer 24 to the feedback generator 26. 

The feedback generator 26 may cooperate with the database 32 to retrieve 
instructive feedback from the database 32 or may conduct a logical analysis of the 
deficiency indicated by the deficient performance indicator to develop an instructional 
feedback (e.g., corrective action). The instructional feedback may be based upon the 
material deviation of the student performance from the benchmark level or range. For 
example, the feedback generator 26 may identify the instructive feedback for the 
observed student based upon the material deviation of the student performance from 



the benchmark level with regard to the particular performance classification of the 
deficiency. 

The feedback generator 26 provides instructional feedback or a precursor 
thereto in conformance with one or more alternate techniques. Under a first feedback 
management technique, the feedback generator 26 provides preliminary feedback to 
an instructor terminal 14. The instructor terminal 14 may accept or revise the 
preliminary feedback to form revised or approved instructive feedback for 
transmission to one or more student terminals 10 via the communications network 16. 

Under a second feedback management technique, the instructor terminal 14 
may send instructive feedback to students or the feedback generator 26 may provide 
feedback directly to the a student terminal 10 without intervention or approval of the 
instructive feedback by the instructor terminal 14. The second feedback management 
technique may be employed where the instructor comprises a grader, a mentor, a 
teaching assistant, or another person who is not expected to exercise a great latitude 
of independent judgment in the provision of instructive feedback, for example. 

FIG. 2 is a flowchart of a method for analyzing student performance in 
accordance with the invention. The method of FIG. 2 starts in step S10. 

In step S10, a monitor 22 classifies student performance into discrete 
performance classifications associated with corresponding activities of an electronic 
course. In one example, the monitor 22 classifies student performance into one or 
more of the following performance classifications: assignments, problems, self- 



assessment tests, scenarios, subject matter overviews, course content overviews, 
subject summaries, directed problems, presentations, course participation, course 
attendance, and student communications. Each of the performance classifications 
may be associated with a distinct classification identifier to support tracking of 
student activity of student identifiers associated with corresponding classification 
identifiers. 

An assignment refers to student work that is assigned to one or more students 
enrolled in the electronic course. The assignment may be associated with a due date 
by which the student is expected to submit a satisfactorily completed assignment. 

Problems may refer to questions or other work that is available for an 
instructor to assess the performance, progress, or comprehension of a student in an 
electronic course. In contrast, self-assessments may refer to questions or other work 
that is available to a student, but not necessarily accessible to the instructor. The 
student may use the self-assessment to assess privately the student's performance, 
progress, or comprehension in the electronic course. 

A scenario may represent an example or presentation of a concept of a course 
applied in a plausible context in which the concept might or could occur realistically 
outside the electronic course. 

The course content overviews may include a nutshell description of the course 
content or a description of a substantive subject matter taught in the course. 



Course participation may measure the frequency and/or duration of interaction 
of a particular student with respect to other students and the instructor of a particular 
electronic course. 

Course attendance may be defined as the duration for which a particular 
student is enrolled in a course or the duration for which the particular student actively 
participates in an electronic course or components of an electronic course. The course 
attendance may be measured by the student terminal 10 logging on to the data 
processing system 18 and using certain components of the electronic course or using 
the resources of the data processing system 18 to view course materials. 

A guided problem may be a problem that has embedded resources (e.g., 
student-selectable presentations) or other instructional guidance for solving one or 
more problems or questions presented. 

A presentation may comprise one or more of the following: a multi-media 
presentation, a visual presentation, an audio presentation, a video clip, an audio clip, a 
textual presentation, an article, and an embedded presentation accessible via an 
electronic course. 

A student communication may comprise one or more of the following: an 
asynchronous communication, a synchronous communication, a chat data message, 
and a bulletin board posting. As used herein, an asynchronous communication refers 
to a communication where (1) data is not exchanged in real-time among the 
participants of the communication or (2) the participants are not on-line (e.g., logged 
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onto the Internet) simultaneously. A synchronous communication refers to (1) a 
communication where data is exchanged in real-time among the participants or (2) 
where the participants are on-line (e.g., logged onto the Internet) at different, non- 
contemporaneous times. A chat data message is an example of a synchronous 
communications message, whereas a bulletin board posting or a threaded discussion is 
an example of an asynchronous communications data message. 

A student communication may comprise a data message conveyed between 
one or more student terminals 10 and an instructor terminal 14 via the 
communications network 16. Real-time or synchronous communications refer to 
communications in which the transmission and receipt of messages is 
contemporaneous or occurs within a certain maximum interval of one another. The 
maximum interval may coincide with what is expected in a typical face-to-face 
conversation between two people. 

In step S12, the analyzer 24 assesses or establishes a benchmark performance 
level or range for one or more respective performance classifications. The benchmark 
performance levels may be stored in the database 32 in the form of a lookup table, a 
graphical form, a mathematical form, a series of one or more mathematical equations, 
or in any other suitable data structure. The analyzer 24 may access the database 32 to 
retrieve benchmark performance levels for each of the respective performance 
classifications based upon a performance classification identifier and a course 
identifier for the electronic course. 



A benchmark performance level may be representative of the performance 
level for a model student who performs to an expected degree in the electronic course. 
For example, the benchmark performance level may be defined as a minimum 
number of student clicks for a corresponding performance classification. A student 
click refers to a switch closure or a state change of a pointing device associated with a 
student terminal 10 of an observed student. A pointing device may comprise a 
mouse, a track ball, a keyboard input, a switch, or another input of the student 
terminal 10. The benchmark performance level for each classification may represent 
a range of student clicks. The range of student clicks refers to a number of clicks 
bounded by a minimum acceptable number of clicks and a maximum acceptable 
number of clicks for a particular observed student in a certain electronic course. 

In step SI 3, a monitor 22 measures an observed student performance level per 
performance classification via an electronic communications network 16. For 
example, the monitor 22 tracks the number of clicks of a pointing device associated 
with the student terminal 10 of a particular student in each of the discrete performance 
classifications. The student clicks may be tracked by the number of click per duration 
(e.g., a week) within a performance classification, the number of student clicks per 
user session during which the particular student is logged on to the data processing 
system 1 8 via the student terminal 10, and the number of clicks per module or 
component of an electronic course. 
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In step S 13, the observed student performance level may be stored in a 
database 32. The database 32 may contain student identifiers and observed 
performance levels associated with these student identifiers. Further, the database 32 
may include benchmark performance levels for performance classifications associated 
with at least one corresponding electronic course. 

In step SI 4, the analyzer 24 analyzes student performance of a particular 
student with respect to one or more of the discrete performance classifications. For 
example, the observed student performance level is compared to a corresponding 
benchmark level or range for a particular classification identifier to determine 
whether the particular student in a particular electronic course complies with a 
benchmark performance level for the performance classification. The observed 
performance level may be compared to the established benchmark level or range for 
one or more performance classifications. For example, the observed performance 
level may be compared to the established benchmark level or range for a group of the 
classifications as a whole. A group of performance classifications may be referred to 
collectively as a benchmark student activity pattern. 

In step S16, the feedback generator 26 identifies an instructive feedback for 
the student for communication to the observed student terminal 10 via the electronic 
communications network 16. The instructive feedback may be tailored to the 
observed student based upon any material deviation of the student's performance 
level from the benchmark performance level. The instructive feedback may be 
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tailored based upon one or more identified deficient classifications of the particular 
student in a certain electronic course. 

The instructor may be provided with the option of selecting between more than 
one instructive feedback. For example, the instructor may not only be given the 
ability to send an e-mail to the student to discuss the last nutshell the student has read, 
the instructor may also encourage the student to confirm the student's understanding 
of a discussion thread associated with a subject matter of at least one of the last 
nutshells. The latter course of action may be particularly effective where other 
students in the course grasp the key concepts and the instructor has limited resource 
17 or time to follow up with the student. 

The instructive feedback may refer to a corrective action to improve an 
identified deficiency of a particular observed student in an electronic course. Further, 
the instructive feedback may include positive reinforcement or compliments to 
congratulate a student that meets or exceeds the benchmark performance level in a 
particular electronic course. In one example, the feedback generator 26 may generate 
compliments for those classifications of a student activity pattern in which a particular 
student meets or exceeds a performance goal. 

Similarly, the feedback generator 26 may develop instructive feedback on a 
classification-by-classification basis where any classification in which the particular 
student does not meet the benchmark performance level results in the generation of a 
instructional feedback that tells the observed student to spend more time in a 
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particular classification. For example, if the observed student performs deficiently in 
the number of clicks in the assignment classification, the feedback generator 26 
generates a feedback message for provision to the particular student terminal 10 that 
advises the student to spend more time on the assignment(s). Similarly, if the 
particular student does not perform up to the relevant benchmark performance level in 
the problem classification, the feedback generator 26 may advise the student to spend 
more time solving the problems. Thus, the classification-by-classification feedback 
may assist the observed student in allocating his time appropriately in various aspects 
of the electronic course to achieve an enhanced learning process that would not be 
otherwise obtainable by traditional classroom techniques. 

The analyzer 24 and the feedback generator 26 cooperate in steps S14 and S16 
to provide instructive feedback in accordance with several alternate techniques. In 
accordance with a first example of the interplay between steps S14 and SI 6, the 
analyzer 24 detects that a particular student has participated in a nutshell or subject 
matter summary to a greater extent than a benchmark level of nutshell participation. 
Further, the analyzer 24 detects that the particular student has performed to a lesser 
degree of competence than an average performance or mean performance of other 
students enrolled in the same electronic course. For example, the particular student 
may have a lesser observed performance level in assignments than an aggregate 
performance level for assignments (or a benchmark performance level for 
assignments) of other students in the same electronic course. Accordingly, in step 
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S 16 the feedback generator 26 accepts the input from the analyzer 24 on the nutshell 
participation level and the average performance or mean performance of all students 
enrolled in the electronic course and generates instructive feedback (e.g., a data 
message or e-mail) for sending to the student terminal 10 to discuss the last nutshell 
5 the student has read. The instructor may enrich the student's educational experience 

by explaining the nutshell and the student's performance may improve if the student 
was having difficulty comprehending the nutshell. 
0 In a second example of the interplay between steps S14 and S16, the analyzer 

2 24 detects an observed performance level where a particular student has participated 

£0 

fj) in a nutshell to a greater extent than a benchmark level of nutshell participation, 

fg However, the overall performance level of the student was lesser than an average 

0 performance or mean of other students enrolled in the electronic course. In step S 1 6, 

Li the feedback generator 26 accepts the information from the analyzer 24 on the 

5 observed nutshell participation level, the benchmark level of nutshell participation, 

15 the overall average performance of students in the electronic course, and the 

performance of the particular student in the electronic course. The feedback 
generator 16 outputs instructive feedback that includes encouraging the student and 
confirming the student's understanding of a student communication (e.g., discussion 
thread) associated with the subject matter of at least one nutshell to bolster the 
20 effectiveness of the nutshell 
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In a third example of the interplay between steps S14 and SI 6, the analyzer 24 
in step S14 may detect that a certain task or tasks are completed and may provide 
instructive feedback comprising a congratulation message to the student on successful 
completion of the task or tasks. Successful completion of a task may be defined as 
the analyzer's detection that the student has completed a certain task and exceeds the 
benchmark performance level for one or more classifications. For example, the 
analyzer 24 may detect that a student has successfully completed self-assessment and 
in step SI 6 the feedback generator 26 may generate instructive feedback including a 
congratulation message that the student has successfully completed the self- 
assessment. 

The feedback generator 26 may generate an instructive feedback for 
acceptance or modification by the instructor that includes a congratulation message 
for delivery to the student terminal 10 of the observed student. For example, the 
feedback generator 26 may generate a data message, such as "Good job" or "Keep up 
the good work" for delivery to the student terminal 10 via the communications 
network 16. Accordingly, the method of the invention may not only address 
problems and corrective actions to provide to deficient student performance, but may 
enhance student performance by favorable feedback where the student exceeds the 
performance goals provided in the benchmark performance level. 

FIG. 3 shows a graph of observed student performance level, in various 
performance classifications, versus duration of participation in an electronic course in 
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accordance with the invention. The horizontal axis of the graph of FIG. 3 represents 
the duration of a particular student's participation 52 in an electronic course in units of 
time (e.g., weeks). The vertical axis represents an observed level of student 
performance or activity, which can be measured as the number of student clicks per 
interval or course module within the course. The student clicks refer to switch 
closures of a pointing device of a student terminal 10 of a particular student, for 
example, 

The observed student performance level per classification may deviate from a 
benchmark performance level or range. For example, the observed student 
performance level may deviate from that of a preferred or model student within a 
certain range. The benchmark performance levels may be defined as a range of 
student clicks. As shown in FIG. 3, the performance classifications include: 
assignments 40, problems 42, self-assessment test 44, presentations 46, guided 
problems 48, threaded discussions 50, and attendance 52 in the electronic course. A 
group of observed performance classifications may be referred to collectively as an 
observed student activity pattern. 

In an alternate embodiment, the performance classifications include: 
assignments 40, problems 42, self-assessment test 44, presentations 46, guided 
problems, threaded discussions 50, attendance 52, illustrative stories, and nutshells in 
the electronic course. The applicable performance classifications may be selected 
based on the total duration of the underlying electronic course, the overall scope of 



-18- 

the underlying electronic course, and/or the level of instructor support provided for 
the underlying electronic course. 

The observed student performance levels may provide the student with an 
indication of how the student has allocated his time in the electronic course as 
feedback. The benchmark performance level of time or participation may be used to 
promote efficient studies in which students allocate their time for participation 
appropriately between the different performance classifications. The appropriate time 
allocation for participation of students may enhance the learning process by fostering 
the students' ability to better balance their time between various aspects (e.g., 
performance classifications) of the electronic course. 

In the illustrated example of FIG. 3, the particular observed student has a 
measured performance as follows with respect to various performance classifications. 
The student spends a majority of his time or participation on the assignments 40 and 
the second most time on the problems 42. The student allocates the third greatest 
amount of his time or participation in the self-assessment tests 44. The student 
allocates the fourth greatest amount of his time or participation 52 in presentations 46. 
The student participated in the guided problems 48 to a lesser extent than the 
preceding four classifications. The student allocates the least of time or participation 
52 to the threaded discussions 50. The student has participated in each durational 
interval or module (e.g., a module associated with week 1) of the electronic course on 
a consistent basis as indicated by the observed attendance 52 appearing on the 
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horizontal axis. The observed student performance levels and corresponding 
performance classifications of FIG. 3 are provided for illustrative purposes, the actual 
observed performance level of any student may differ from that shown and different 
performance classifications may be used. 

FIG. 4 shows an example of a flow chart for providing instructive feedback to 
a student. The method of FIG. 4 starts in step S30. 

In step S30, an instructor terminal 14 or a data processing system 18 
determines if a particular student has participated generally in an electronic course. 
The instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 may reference an 
observed student performance level of attendance stored in the database 32. For 
example, the instructor terminal 14 may access the database 30 via the 
communications network 16 and the data processing system 18 to obtain the observed 
performance level of attendance of a particular student. If the observed performance 
level of attendance meets a benchmark performance level of attendance, the method 
continues in step S34. However, if the observed performance level of attendance fails 
to meet or exceed the benchmark performance level, the method continues in step 
S32. 

In step S32, the instructor terminal 14 supports sending of instructive feedback 
to the particular student terminal 10 to participate more in the electronic course. The 
particular student may be reminded of a minimum attendance requirement in a data 
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message necessary to achieve a passing grade or credit for taking the electronic 
course, for example. 

In step S34, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
determines if the student has participated in a particular performance classification in 
compliance with a corresponding benchmark performance level. The instructor 
terminal 14 may access the database 32 to compare observed performance levels to 
benchmark performance levels for any performance classification other than general 
course attendance, which was already checked in step S30. For example, the data 
processing system 18 may evaluate the observed student performance level in one or 
more of the following performance classifications: assignments, problems, self- 
assessment tests, illustrative stories, nutshells, guided problems, presentations, 
threaded discussions, and attendance. 

If the observed student performance level for a particular student does not 
comply with the corresponding benchmark performance level, the method continues 
with step S36. However, if the observed student performance level for the particular 
student complies with the corresponding benchmark performance level, the method 
continues with step S38. 

In step S3 6, the instructor terminal 14 supports sending of instructive feedback 
to the student terminal 10 to participate more in the particular deficient performance 
classification identified in step S34. Following step S36 or step S34, the method 
continues with step S3 8. 
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In step S38, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
determines if a defined group or all of the performance classifications, for which 
observations of a particular student are available, have been evaluated. If all of the 
performance classifications or a defined group of the performance classifications have 
been evaluated, then the method continues with step S40. However, if not all of the 
performance classifications have been evaluated, then the method returns to step S34 
where the student participation in the next performance classification in the defined 
group is considered. 

In step S40, the instructor terminal 14 or the^data processing system 18 
determines if the student has satisfied each course component associated with the 
deficient student performance in the performance classification. In one example, the 
instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 may track whether or not a 
student has completed requisite course components of the electronic course. The 
course components may be differentiated from one another by subject matter or 
otherwise. In another example, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing 
system 1 8 may track whether or not a student has completed activities or complied 
with performance classifications associated with one or more course components. If 
the student has not satisfied each course component associated with the deficient 
student performance, the method continues with step S42. However, if the student 
has fulfilled each course component associated with the deficient student 
performance, the method ends in step S44. 
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In step S42, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 sends 
instructive feedback to the student terminal 10 to complete or participate more in the 
remaining unsatisfied components associated with the performance classification. 

FIG. 5 shows an example of a flow chart for providing instructive feedback to 
a student. Like steps in FIG. 4 and FIG. 5 are indicated by like elements. 

Step S46 follows step S30 or step S32. In step S46, an instructor identifies a 
relevant course module related to the subject matter of a question of a particular 
student. The student may ask a substantive question that contain key words or 
phrases that allow the instructor to identify a relevant course module based on an 
instructor's interpretation of an index, a list of course modules, a syllabus of the 
electronic course, or a representation of the relevant subject matter. 

In step S48, an instructor terminal may retrieve a diagnostic flow chart 100 on 
the relevant course module based on the subject matter of the question. A set of 
diagnostic flow charts may be associated with a corresponding electronic course. Sets 
of diagnostic flow charts for various respective electronic courses may be stored in 
the database 32. In one embodiment, the diagnostic flow chart is represented by the 
steps of the method of FIG. 5 that are enclosed by the dashed line, labeled 100. 

A diagnostic flow chart 100 may have a tree structure that includes logically, 
mutually exclusive branches for identifying the instructional feedback. The diagnostic 
flow chart 100 may include questions on what course modules or course components 
that the student has successfully completed, unsuccessfully completed, or not 
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completed. The questions may also include questions about the student's 
performance in various course components or course modules. As each question is 
answered, the successive questions attempt to narrow down or further define the 
problem. In one example, eventually the problem may be narrowed down to one or 
more possibilities that are associated with advice or corrective actions or other 
instructive action aimed at solving the problem. 

The one or more possibilities that remain represent preliminary instructional 
feedback. The instructor may review preliminary instructional feedback via the 
instructor terminal 14 to modify or supplement the preliminary instructional feedback 
so as to form resultant instructive feedback. The resultant instructive feedback may 
be based upon the instructor's judgment and observations (e.g., student-instructor 
communications) to tailor the preliminary instructional feedback for applicability to 
the particular circumstances and student at hand 

In step S50 after step S48, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing 
system 18 determines if the particular student has completed all assignments 
associated with the relevant course module. If the student has not completed all 
assignments associated with the relevant course module, the method continues with 
step S52. However, if the student has completed all assignments associated with the 
relevant course module, then the method continues with step S54. 

In step S52, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
instructs the particular student to complete the incomplete assignment or assignments 
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associated with the relevant course module. For example, the data processing system 
18 may send the particular student a data message that identifies a list of incomplete 
assignments. 

In step S54 ? the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
instructs the particular student to view a list of frequently asked questions and 
answers associated with the relevant course module. The list of frequently asked 
questions may address the question posed by the particular student. The list of 
frequently asked questions may be developed by interaction or feedback from 
previous students or test subjects of the electronic course. 

In step S56, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
determines whether the particular student obtained an answer or resolution of the 
question. For example, the instructor terminal 14 may send a data message to the 
student asking the student if the student now understands after the receipt of the 
instructive feedback in at least one of step S52 and step S54. If the particular student 
indicates that he or she obtained an answer or resolution, the method ends in step S58. 
However, if the particular student did not obtain an answer or resolution, the method 
continues with step S60. 

In step S60, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
determines whether the particular student, who asked the question, has participated in 
all of the relevant student communications associated with the relevant course 
module. The student communications may comprise one or more of the following: 



-25- 

asynchronous communications, synchronous communications, chat communications, 
threaded discussions, and real-time conferences. A real-time conference entails a 
period of generally continuous and successive communications between one or more 
of the following: a student terminal 10, a group of student terminals 10, and an 
instructor terminal 14. If the student has participated in all of the relevant student 
communications, the method continues with step S64. If the student has not 
participated in all of the relevant student communications, then the method continues 
with step S62. 

In step S62, the instructor terminal 14 or the data processing system 18 
instructs the particular student to review a transcript of an applicable discussion 
thread or student communication in which the student did not participate. For 
example, the instructor may search transcripts by keywords related to the question to 
identify the applicable discussion thread. 

In step S64, the student terminal 10 or the data processing system 18 instructs 
the student based on a referral to a reference publication or another reference source 
related to the question. The reference publication may represent a textbook, a 
resource supported by the data processing system, or a resource 17 coupled to the 
communications network 16. 

The diagnostic flowchart 100 of FIG. 6 supports the instructor's ability to 
explain a particular concept in the subject matter of the electronic course. As shown 
in FIG. 6, the instructor proceeds from the top of the diagnostic flowchart 100 to the 
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bottom of the diagnostic flowchart 100 following the appropriate branch with each 
successive answers to the questions posed in the diagnostic flow chart. The diagnostic 
flow chart directs the instructor to solutions, which may progressively narrow in the 
scope of the possible solutions in the progression from the top of the flow chart to the 
bottom. In one embodiment, the possible solutions are representative of preliminary 
instructional feedback, which may be filtered or otherwise altered prior to delivery to 
student terminals 10, as final or resultant instructive feedback. 

The foregoing description of the method and system of the invention describes 
several illustrative examples of the invention. Modifications, alternative 
arrangements, and variations of these illustrative examples are possible and may fall 
within the scope of the invention. Accordingly, the following claims should be 
accorded the reasonably broadest interpretation which is consistent with the 
specification disclosed herein and not unduly limited by aspects of the preferred 
embodiments disclosed herein. 



